Florida Historical Quarterly
Volume 58
Number 3 Florida Historical Quarterly, Volume
58, Number 3

Article 5

1979

Charlotte Harbor Division of the Florida Southern Railroad
Vernon E. Peeples

Part of the American Studies Commons, and the United States History Commons

Find similar works at: https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq
University of Central Florida Libraries http://library.ucf.edu
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by STARS. It has been accepted for inclusion in Florida
Historical Quarterly by an authorized editor of STARS. For more information, please contact STARS@ucf.edu.

Recommended Citation
Peeples, Vernon E. (1979) "Charlotte Harbor Division of the Florida Southern Railroad," Florida Historical
Quarterly: Vol. 58 : No. 3 , Article 5.
Available at: https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol58/iss3/5

Peeples: Charlotte Harbor Division of the Florida Southern Railroad

CHARLOTTE HARBOR DIVISION OF THE
FLORIDA SOUTHERN RAILROAD
by V ERNON E. P EEPLES *
to span the Florida peninsula was completed
Tbetween railroad
Fernandina and Cedar Key in 1861. This line aided
HE FIRST

the development of the coast south of Cedar Key, although the
Civil War disrupted service for a time. Coastal vessels called at
the small villages and carried products to the railroad terminus
where they were transported to the North and/or the Gulf coast.
Inhabitants in southwest Florida began agitating for a line down
the peninsula after the Civil War, and various settlements in the
area competed to become the terminus for such an operation. As
early as 1866, Tampa was being warned that interests were at
work promoting Charlotte Harbor and that certain persons “had
employed a high priced lawyer to work on getting a railroad
there.“ 1
The following year, 1867, newspapers reported that the
terminus for a Gulf coast line site had been narrowed to Tampa
or Charlotte Harbor. One person, who reportedly knew what was
happening, noted that if the “people of Tampa want this road,
they can get it . . . if they give it the ‘cold shoulder’. . . they may
lose it; for the advocates of Charlotte’s Harbor are alive to the
importance of it.“2 Harrison Reed, who was elected governor of
Florida on the Republican ticket in 1868, supported the cause for
Charlotte Harbor and petitioned Congress for aid to build a railroad to that point. 3
At least one company had plans to construct a line to the
Charlotte Harbor area in 1879. This company, the South Florida
Railroad Company, had completed a line to Orlando by October
*

Mr. Peeples is a director of the Florida Historical Society and a trustee of
the Edison Community College. This article was presented as a paper at
the annual meeting of the Florida Historical Society, Punta Gorda, May
1971.

1. Tampa Florida Peninsula n.d., 1866.
2. Ibid., February 23, 1867.
3. William Watson Davis, The Civil War and Reconstruction in Florida
(New York, 1913; facsimile edition, Gainesville, 1964), 652-53.
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1880, and was preparing to lay rails beyond that point. However,
on May 4, 1883, the Plant Investment Company, owned by Henry
Bradley Plant, purchased a three-fifths interest in the railroad.
The following month Plant, for $50,000, secured from the Jacksonville, Tampa and Key West Railroad Company its right to
build a line from Kissimmee to Tampa. 4 The South Florida Railroad constructed this branch, and the first train entered Tampa
over the new line on January 22, 1884. 5
Plant had considered other terminals along the Gulf coast, but
he finally decided on Tampa. His reasons are not known. It may
be that he could not secure the land that he wanted, or perhaps
an erroneous report on the depth of the water in Charlotte
Harbor had influenced him. Certainly the fact that Tampa was
already an established community, although small, was a factor,
and the added cost of constructing a line another 100 miles south
could not be ignored. Plant did work out a settlement with the
Florida Southern Railway whereby that company agreed not to
build into Tampa but rather down the peninsula to Charlotte
Harbor. Plant may have had an interest in the Florida Southern;
that company and the roads controlled by Plant apparently never
competed with each other.
The Florida Southern Railway had its origins in the
Gainesville, Ocala, and Charlotte Harbor Railroad which was
chartered in 1879 to build a line from Lake City to Charlotte
Harbor with a branch to Palatka. The name was changed in
1881, and construction began that same year. 6 The branch from
Palatka to Gainesville was finished first. It was extended to
Pemberton’s Ferry, and later when private interests raised $20,000
for the company, a branch was completed to Brooksville. 7
According to the agreement with Plant, the Florida Southern
ceased construction at Pemberton’s Ferry. The South Florida then
completed construction on a branch from that point to Bartow
Junction on September 23, 1885. 8 The Florida Southern began
surveys south of Bartow Junction, and by May 1885, it was re4. George W. Pettengill, Jr., The Story of the Florida Railroads, 1834-1903
(Boston, 1952), 42, 3, 68, 76.
5. Dudley S. Johnson, “Henry Bradley Plant and Florida,” Florida Historical
Quarterly, XLV (October 1966), 123.
6. Pettengill, The Story of Florida Railroads, 71 quoting the Gainesville
Bee, December 8, 1883.
7. Ibid., 71-73, 76.
8. Ibid., 73.
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ported that routes had been surveyed to Punta Gorda, Hickory
Bluff, and Pine Island. This led to speculation as to the specific
termination point at Charlotte Harbor. The Fort Myers Press
reported in March that the line would be completed within eight
months but that the terminus point had not yet been selected. A
month later survey crews under the direction of the South Florida
Railroad were in the vicinity of Fort Ogden. 9
Henry Plant certainly had a hand in the selection of the
terminus. His crews aided in surveys, and on July 25, 1885,
Sherman Conant, general manager of the Florida Southern, asked
the board of trustees of the Internal Improvement Fund to convey
to the Plant Investment Company 175,000 acres of land which he
claimed was due the Florida Southern Railway Company. The
trustees took the necessary action to transfer the land as requested. 10 The Fort Myers Press reported in August: “The Florida
Southern railroad has entered into a contract with the Plant Investment company and the South Florida railroad company to
build the road from Bartow to Charlotte Harbor, which is to be
operated jointly.“ 11 The charter of the Florida Southern was
supposed to run from Charlotte Harbor, but its exact route was
not designated. It must be presumed that it would be built
wherever its owners believed they could get the most land and
money.
Isaac H. Trabue, the founder of the settlement which he
named for himself but which later became Punta Gorda, may
have been the determining factor in making that community the
terminus of the railroad. He hired Kelly B. Harvey, a young civil
engineer living at Liverpool on the Peace River in 1884, to survey
his property and plat the town of Trabue in order to make it
more attractive as a terminus. His homesites had not been
selling well, but Trabue realized that if the railroad crossed
his property, demand for land would immediately increase. Consequently, Trabue went to Boston to discuss the matter with the
members of the board of directors of the Florida Southern. On
September 6, 1885, he wrote his cousin, then the only resident of
the town of Trabue: “The Railroad President telegraphed me to
9. Fort Myers Press, March 21, April 18, May 9, 1885.
10. Minutes of the Board of Trustees, Internal Improvement Fund of the
State of Florida (Tallahassee, 1904), 364-66.
11. Fort Myers Press, August 29, September 5, 1885.
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come here to see if we could negotiate about the terminus of the
road. I came and I think that we will get the terminus opposite
14 foot buoy. Their notion is to make a city on the Punta Gorda
Peninsula if they go to Trabue. They say that they have big
offers to go to Hickory Bluff, and if I don’t deal liberally with
them they will go to Hickory Bluff or to Pine Island. I have been
on a talking race-ever since my arrival-with the directors of the
road, if they come to our place they will cross through your homestead and if you will only keep it, it will make you a rich man.
So keep it. All of it. The road men don’t want it known in
Manatee County that I have been here to see them, what effect it
would have on their interest I don’t know, so do not write to
anyone about it. If our place is to be the terminus the Yankees
will build grand hotels and Trabue will be a city in reality. When
I see you I will tell you all about it.“ 12 Trabue and the railroad
directors agreed that if he would deed one-half of his holdings in
Trabue to the company, a line would be constructed through his
property. 13
There was much discussion about the railroad throughout the
area from September 1885, to the end of the year. According to
one report, 1,000 men were hard at work laying fifty-pound steel
rails and that trains would be running to Charlotte Harbor by
March 1, 1886. The engineer in charge announced the roadbed
complete to Fort Ogden on September 18, 1885, and a week later,
John Chipman, chief of the surveying party, and Albert Gilchrist,
a surveyor and later governor of Florida, arrived in Fort Myers
to report the survey complete. John W. Chandler, president of
the Florida Southern, was in Fort Myers on October 11, as part of
an inspection trip. During December 100 miles of steel rails arrived. W. P. Cooper, the chief engineer, announced that the road
would be completed to Fort Ogden by March 1, 1886, and to
Charlotte Harbor by the beginning of April. 14
The railroad did not meet this timetable. The roadbed was
completed to Trabue on March 4, 1886; the 28.49 miles north of
Punta Gorda was graded, cross-tied, and bridged, but the iron rails
12.

Isaac H. Trabue to John Trabue, September 6, 1885. Original in possession of author.
13. Vernon E. Peeples, “Trabue, Alias Punta Gorda,” Florida Historical
Quarterly, XLVI (October 1967), 143.
14. Fort Myers Press, September 5, 19, 26, October 11, December 26, 1885,
January 26, 1886, quoting the Pine Level Times.
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were not in place. The road was in operation between Bartow and
Arcadia, and Sherman Conant predicted that in another thirty
days the entire line would be operating. 15 A letter from Fort
Ogden, however, was published in the Fort Myers Press on April
17, 1886, which noted: “No train to Fort Ogden yet; still at
Arcadia; cause unknown. We are now having transportation by
schooners as of old. There is a dead dog under the house as regards the railroad movements.“ 16
Understandably the settlers in the area were impatient. Yet
the Florida Southern was making progress, and the railroad
officers were anxious to impress state officials with their accomplishments. This desire was motivated both by a need for good
public relations and the desire for the thousands of acres of land
which were at stake. Consequently, the railroad company conducted Governor Edward A. Perry, the attorney general, comptroller, treasurer, secretary of state, their families, and other special guests on an excursion over the road from Lake City to the
end of the rails. 17 This was supposed to show that the road would
be in full operation in the immediate future.
By late March 1886, it was claimed that the tracks would
reach Charlotte Harbor within the month. About that same time
Plant was informing the members of the Tampa Board of Trade:
“You are all aware that Tampa is but one port on the Gulf of
Mexico from which a railroad extends to the interior. There are
ports north of it and ports south of it; ports where railroads extend to deep water. Some of them have the advantage of Tampa.
It is useless to mention their names, for you all know them; you
are familiar with the advantages of all these ports. I will not give
the reason why they have not advanced. It may be because they
have not all had the railroad backing that Tampa has had; they
have not had a united line of railroads leading to them and extending from them.“ 18
This may have been Plant’s way of warning Tampa of increased competition or even that he had the power to destroy the
city as easily as he had helped to develop its growth and economic
advancement.
15. Minutes of the Board of Trustees (Tallahassee, 1904), 451-52.
16. Fort Myers Press, April 17, 1886.
17. Plant City South Florida Courier, March 20, 1886.
18. G. Hutchinson Smyth, The Life of Henry Bradley Plant (New York, 1898),
72.
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The first Florida Southern train crossed Shell Creek, six miles
from Punta Gorda, on May 26, 1886. Shortly thereafter regular
trains were running to Cleveland where connections were made
with Fort Myers via the tri-weekly steamer, the Alice Howard. 19
The last rail had been laid by July 24, and the Charlotte Harbor
Division of the Florida Southern was complete to Punta Gorda. 20
If a celebration of any kind greeted the first train, no record of it
has been revealed. There were no large, cheering crowds and no
city or state officials delivering speechs; in fact, there was neither
a mayor of Punta Gorda nor even a town yet. There was only a
dream of settlement, growth, and prosperty. The dream was supported, however, by the presence of a shiny, wood-burning,
Baldwin locomotive puffing black smoke into the tropical air that
hot July day.
The first trains to arrive in the area were loaded with building
materials and lumber for the development of port facilities. They
also carried fill dirt, brick, and other materials for the construction of the Hotel Punta Gorda. Planned on a grand scale, the
hotel would be the most southerly at the time on the Florida Gulf
coast and would offer rest and relaxation, “while winter lingers
in the lap of spring in the less favored regions toward the poles.“ 21
The hotel, when finally completed by the Florida Commercial
Company, contained 150 rooms, all with a view of the bay. The
dining room, according to its advertisements, served the finest
food in that part of the state. Many prominent and wealthy
people came to enjoy the hunting, fishing, sailing, and other activities of this yet unspoiled paradise. 22
In August 1886, construction began on the 4,200-foot-long
dock, which would extend out to a point where the depth of the
water was twelve to fourteen feet. Thus, it was expected that
ocean-going vessels could utilize the port. Rails were laid to the
end of the wharf, and a commercial complex was established there.
A 1,200-foot-long dock was built in front of the Hotel Punta
Gorda so that the pleasure yachts and boats of guests could be
berthed, but at that point the water was only five-feet deep. 23
19. Fort Myers Press, June 5, September 4, 1886, September 29, 1887; interview with Del Huckelby of Cleveland, Florida.
20. Plant City South Florida Courier, July 24, 1886.
21. Punta Gorda Beacon, December 1887.
22. Punta Gorda Herald, February 13, 1893.
23. Fort Myers Press, October 2, 1886.
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The company believed it had earned its land grant and
petitioned the trustees of the Internal Improvement Fund for
505,675.84 acres. It asked that the land be divided among the
Plant Investment Company (249,522.03 acres), Florida Commercial Company, builder of the Hotel Punta Gorda (195,691.79
acres), and the Florida Southern Railway (60,462.02 acres). 24 The
exact relationship between Plant and the Florida Southern is
undefinable, but some arrangement must have existed if the
proposed land grant division was an example.
Trains left Punta Gorda for the North each day at 12:05
P.M. 25 Yet, the fact that the long awaited facility was now a
reality did not seem to satisfy the people in the area. Complaints
were voiced against the company. Jacob Wotitzky, a local
merchant, ordered merchandise from his supplier in Savannah,
Georgia, to be shipped by rail. When the goods arrived, a keg of
whiskey was discovered missing, yet Wotitzky had to pay the
freight on the entire shipment; otherwise the railroad refused
to deliver any of his order. 26
A depot was constructed in March 1887, and tourists in increasing numbers began to travel into the area. Schedules were
not always met and often the trains were late, but that did not
seem to bother the passengers. When the train stopped for fuel
or water, trainmen and passengers would sometimes wander off
into the woods to hunt quail. The southern part of the trip usually occurred at night. Cowboys along the route considered it great
sport to take pistol shots at the swinging kerosene lanterns hanging from the ceilings of the passing train. Saturday night was
usually a bad time to travel from Arcadia to Trabue, because
cowboys were off work that day and many would also be aboard
the train. If they had started drinking earlier they might cause a
disturbance, upsetting both conductor and passengers. 27
The Florida Southern began experiencing difficulties even
before the line was one-year old. A passenger reported that a trip
from Jacksonville to Punta Gorda required changing railroads
five different times, including a frustrating delay at Bartow Junc2 4 . Minutes of the Board of Trustees (Tallahassee, 1904), 429-31.
25. Fort Myers Press, September 25, 1886.
26. Wotitzky v. Florida Southern Railway (uncataloged case), Circuit Court,
Desoto County Courthouse, Arcadia, Florida.
27. Polk County Record, August 11, 1939; interviews with Charles F. Johnson,
Punta Gorda, 1969-1970.
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tion. All lines were standard gauge from Jacksonville to Bartow
Junction, but south of that point the Florida Southern’s track
was the narrow three-foot gauge. A three-rail siding was constructed where the gauges met, and cars coming in from the North
were shunted onto the siding. Workers jackedup the coaches,
removed the standard-gauge trucks, and replaced them with narrow gauge ones for the trip to Punta Gorda. 28
The company added a fast train in November 1887, which reduced the time between Palatka and Punta Gorda to ten hours.
In addition, a special steamboat-train was placed in operation.
This train was supposed to arrive at Punta Gorda in time to make
connections with a Morgan Line steamer sailing to New Orleans
every Friday and to Key West-Havana on Saturday. The fare from
Bartow to Key West, by way of Punta Gorda, was $11.50. 29
Some shippers complained that freight rates were excessive.
The charge was $1.10 per barrel of oranges and fifty-five cents per
box from all points on the Charlotte Harbor Division to New
Orleans. The per box charge was divided among the Florida
Southern, twenty-two cents; the Morgan Steamship Line, thirty
cents; and three cents for pierage at the Long Dock at Punta
Gorda. In December 1887, Benton Hinckly shipped 624 boxes of
oranges from Zolfo Springs and Arcadia to New Orleans. He paid
the fifty-five cents per box freight charge and filed a formal complaint with the newly-established Florida Railroad Commission,
but his action was to no avail. Sherman Conant justified the three
cents pierage charge, insisting that the Long Dock was legally the
property of the Florida Commercial Company, a companion corporation to the railroad with overlapping ownership. 30
Commercial seafood dealers were complaining also. They disliked the railroad’s service and were also displeased with the
freight-rate structure. They said the charges were so high that they
could not stay in business. Passenger rates were five cents per mile.
A company spokesman defended these charges, arguing that it was
costly to operate a short line and that the few passengers and
small amounts of freight moving in and out of the undeveloped
28. Naples Collier County News n.d., 1947.
29. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, November 12, 1887; Bartow AdvanceCourier, November 23, 1887.
30. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, December 27, 1887; Second Annual
Report of the Railroad Commissioners of Florida (Tallahassee, 1889),
135-39.
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31

Gulf coast area did not justify lower prices. Vandalism caused
the railroad additional expense. One Sunday night the engineer
of the mail train discovered a half dozen cross-ties lying across the
track near Zolfo. Another time the trestle over Peace River was
intentionally burned. Cattlemen were believed to be responsible
for these incidents, but it was never proved, and the guilty parties
were not apprehended. 3 2 The harrassments continued over a
fifteen-year period.
In the meantime, important events were occurring in Trabue.
On December 7, 1887, thirty-four men gathered in a billiard
parlor above a store and voted to incorporate the town and to
change its name to Punta Gorda. 33 It was claimed that this was
the original historical and geographical Spanish name, but Isaac
Trabue believed that the name had been changed because the
citizens were angry with him. Meanwhile, the Punta Gorda hotel
opened. The highlight of the first season was the holding of the
American sculling championship races. 34
Although the area was beginning to attract tourists, the railroad was experiencing financial difficulties. The company, in an
effort to bring in permanent settlers, offered five acres of land to
anyone who would locate within three miles of the railroad rightof-way. The operating division also agreed to haul lumber free for
any settler who planned to build a house. This offer expired on
November 1, 1888. 35 Shortly afterward, the Jacksonville, Tampa
and Key West Railroad secured control of the Florida Southern
and began operating the line after January 1, 1889. 36
Henry Plant was involved in developing Port Tampa as a
deep-water port, and he did not want Punta Gorda as a competitor. A factor in Plant’s decision to develop Port Tampa at
the expense of Punta Gorda may have been a dispute with Isaac
Trabue. According to a newspaper account published years later,
Plant wanted concessions which Trabue would not grant. The
story relates that Plant, while standing on the platform of a departing train, pointed his finger at Trabue and said, “I’ll make a
31.

Demere and Sullivan, Case No. 91, filed January 16, 1889, Circuit Court,
Desoto County Courthouse, Arcadia; First Annual Report of the Railroad
Commissioners of Florida (Tallahassee, 1888), 111-15.
32. Fort Myers Press, April 5, 1888, quoting the Punta Gorda Beacon.
33. Peeples, “Trabue, Alias Punta Gorda,” 144.
34. Tampa Weekly Journal, February 26, 1888.
35. H. F. Martin to author, March 23, 1965.
36. Ibid., Fort Myers Press, August 23, 1888.
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flag stop of your blankity blank town.“ 37 It is certain that most of
Punta Gorda’s early settlers retained a bitter memory of Plant. It
matters not whether the Plant-Trabue story is true; later events
justify some ill-feeling toward Plant by many citizens of the area.
Plant spent over $3,000,000 on improvements at Port Tampa,
but expended almost nothing on developments at Punta Gorda.
As a result, Tampa grew while the southern port remained fairly
static with a population of about 1,200. The Florida Southern
tried to stimulate activity in the area but without much success.
The Hotel Punta Gorda was nationally advertised, but the rate
structure of the railroad remained high and many tourists went
elsewhere for their winter vacations. Consequently, passengers and
freight were less than what was needed by the company to operate
successfully. These shortcomings and the general business decline
in Florida during the late 1880s, combined to force the Florida
Southern Railway Company into receivership on March 18, 1890,
when the New England Trust Company and the American Loan
and Trust Company filed foreclosure suits. The court appointed a
receiver who operated the line until April 27, 1892, when the
property was conveyed to Henry Hyde and Franklin Q. Brown
under a foreclosure sale. The road was then reorganized into the
Florida Southern Railroad Company. 38 During the period of receivership the Florida Railroad Commission gave some relief to
the travellers by ordering passenger rates reduced to four cents
per mile. 39
Henry Plant’s Savanah, Florida and Western Railroad Company purchased the Florida Southern in 1894, and his name appeared for the first time among the directors of the Florida
Southern. 40 It was during this period that the gauge was changed
from narrow to standard. However, this belated improvement
did not benefit the company. The Florida Southern Railroad was
absorbed by the Plant System on November 30, 1895, and after
that it was known as the Florida Southern Division. 41
Within one year of the absorption of the company by Plant,
the tracks were removed from the Long Dock and the 4,200-foot
37. Punta Gorda Herald, May 4, 1934.
38. Martin to author, March 23, 1965.
39. Charlotte Harbor South Florida Home, October 3, 1890.
40. Dudley S. Johnson, The Railroads of Florida, 1865-1900 (Ph.D. dissertation, Florida State University, 1965), 166.
41. Pettengill, Story of the Florida Railroads, 92-93.
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wharf was abandoned. A new wharf was constructed, closer to the
center of town, at the foot of King Street. 42 It extended only to a
point where the depth of the water was five-foot, and larger vessels
could not utilitize it. Consequently, the Morgan Line steamers no
longer made Punta Gorda a port of call. Isaac Trabue claimed
that the Long Dock had been abandoned because the Plant System wanted the steamers, which were competitors, to discontinue
their operations. He blamed Congressman Stephen M. Sparkman
of Tampa, a railroad lawyer, for blocking appropriations to
deepen Charlotte Harbor while acquiring appropriations for the
harbor at Tampa. The Long Dock at Punta Gorda was allowed to
decay, and it crumbled into the water in 1906. 43
The railroad’s new pier at the foot of King Street was put into
service in 1897. The trains ran in a reverse position to the end of
the pier where they rested, awaiting the arrival of the little
shallow-draught steamers from “down the bay.” The railroad’s
timetable was set to coincide with the arrival of the Thomas A.
Edison, Saint Lucie, and the Henry B. Plant, but busy steamers
could not be held to a rigid schedule. As time passed, the conductor would keep a close eye on his watch. If the second of departure arrived, and the conductor could not see the pillar of
black smoke of the expected vessel, he gave the signal to pull out.
Passengers on the steamer expecting to make connection with the
train would be forced to spend the night in Punta Gorda and to
catch the train the following day. If the conductor saw a puff of
steamer smoke, he gave the order to wait for the cargo of people,
mail, vegetables, oranges, pineapples, and other freight. 44
The last recorded visit of Henry Plant to Punta Gorda was in
October 1896, during the removal of the track from the Long
Dock. The rumor had been circulating for at least a year that
Plant was going to extend the railroad south to Fort Myers. The
report had started about the same time the Florida East Coast
Railroad began operating to Miami, but the extension was not
made. 45
Plant died in 1899, and contemporary records suggest that
there were few regrets over this event in Punta Gorda and
42. Fort Myers Press, October 29, 1896, qoting the Punta Gorda Herald.
43. Punta Gorda Herald, August 16, 1906.
44. Interviews with Fred Quednau, former sheriff of Charlotte County, at
various times during the 1960s.
45. Fort Myers Press, April 18, 25, 1895, October 29, 1896.
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throughout southwest Florida. In May 1902, the Plant System,
with its 1,745.5 miles of road, located in the states of Florida,
Georgia, Alabama, and South Carolina, were merged into the
Atlantic Coast Line Railroad Company. 46 Before the year was
out, the Coast Line had selected the location of a route from
Punta Gorda to Fort Myers, but building plans were delayed.
After construction had started, reliable information of the railroad’s progress was difficult to secure. In 1904, the Punta Gorda
Herald wrote: “Look for the regular passenger train to Fort Myers
when you hear the whistle. Employees of the railroad have been
warned that they will be fined 12 1/2 % of their salary if they give
out any information that they have or think they have.“ 47
The first train to run between Punta Gorda and Fort Myers
was on Saturday, February 6, 1904. The delegation from Punta
Gorda was met at the train by a crowd of people who drove them
into Fort Myers in gaily decorated carriages. On April 14, to
reciprocate, nearly 200 Fort Myers’s citizens traveled to Punta
Gorda on an excursion train. They were also met by a cheering
throng and music provided by the Punta Gorda Cornet Band. 48
It was a festive occasion, but perhaps it would have been more
fitting to have marked the event with a somewhat subdued
demeanor. The railroad into Fort Myers was signaling the end
of an era-that of the little steamers operating in the Gulf; of
Punta Gorda, the seaport city; and of Punta Gorda as the last stop
on the line. The era ended as it had begun, with a puff of smoke
from the boilers of a railroad locomotive, only this time the train
was departing instead of arriving.
46. Howard D. Dozier, A History of the Atlantic Coast Line Roalroad
(Boston, 1920), 145-47; Pettengill, Story of Florida Railroads, 96. Dozier
claimed the Plant System was incorporated on May 16, 1902, with 1,702
miles of road. Pettengill reported that the merger became effective July 1,
1902, and that there were 1,745.5 miles of road at the time.
47. Punta Gorda Herald, February 10, 1904; Martin to author, March 23,
1965.
48. Punta Gorda Herald, April 21, 1904.
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